THE    GREAT   TUDORS
enabled him to steer his national course without serious
molestation from Catholic Europe. It was for the sake of
that Navy that Philip II married Mary Tudor and proposed
to Elizabeth; and it was by its means that Scotland was1
rescued from the clutches of France, and England was saved
from the Spanish Armada.
Early in Henry's reign Erasmus described him as " a
universal genius." The courtly remark indicates no more
than the wide range of his interests and intelligence; but
his learning was remarkable in a king, and although he
confessed that writing was to him <c somewhat tedious and
painful/' there survive pages and pages of diplomatic
instructions, drafts of statutes, and plans of fortification
written in his own hand. His immense vitality expressed
itself on fields as divergent as sport and statesmanship, and
the sport impressed itself most on the popular mind. But
the only sphere in which he was really great was in state-
craft. Fortunately, perhaps, he was no soldier, and so was
not tempted to follow Henry V in his criminal folly of trying
to annex France. But his understanding of English mental-
ity and European politics was profound, and his bluff and
hearty appearance concealed an intellect as subtle as
Machiavelli's and as lithe as a panther's body. His phrases
give an occasional glimpse into the workings of his mind;
"c three may keep counsel if two be away "; " if I thought
that my cap knew my counsel, I would cast it into the fire ";
" the opinion of the world is often stronger than truth,"
But, while he kept his own counsel, he exacted all that
others could give. His'theological conclusions were only
reached after conference with both Catholics and Pro-
testants : when a book of note appeared, he would tell one
of them to .read it, then give it to the other with similar
injunction, and finally make them debate the crucial points
in his presence. He was always the King in Council and
not the monarch alone, and he organised his Privy Council, f
with its regular sittings and formal minutes, out of the more
fluid and less^ business-like Council of the Middle Ages,
So, too, in spite of the disappearance of abbots from the
House of Lords, attendance at its meetings grew steadily
fuller, until in 1540 the clerk of the Parliaments began to
note the absences instead of the daily presence of peers, as
being Uhe less laborious method.
Facts speak louder than words^ and the fact that, so long